Gender and gallstone disease.
Gallstone disease is a common disorder all over the world. In the Western societies about 80 % of the gallstones are composed primarily of cholesterol. Several risk factors for gallstone formation have been identified. One of the most important risk factors is female gender. Rates of gallstones are two to three times higher among women than men. But this is primarily a phenomenon of the childbearing age. Pregnancy is also a major risk factor for gallstone formation. The risk is related to the number of pregnancies. Sex hormones are most likely to be responsible for the increased risk. Estrogen increases biliary cholesterol secretion causing cholesterol supersaturation of bile. Thus, hormone replacement therapy in postmenopausal women and oral contraceptives have also been described to be associated with an increased risk for gallstone disease. However, the effect of estrogen is dose-dependent and new oral contraceptives with a low estrogen dose do not seem to increase the rate of gallstone formation. The present article focuses on the mentioned risk factors associated with female sex hormones.